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In the quality control of peat inoculants, the numbers of viable rhizobia are determined by plating on agar medium or by the plant infection method (3) . With inoculants prepared from presterilized peat, viable numbers of rhizobia may be determined by the pour, spread, and drop plate methods. When large numbers of samples are plated, as happens during routine quality control checks, the method chosen should economize on the plating media and petri dishes. The method should also allow easy execution of the plating process without sacrificing the accuracy of the results.
The pour and spread plate methods are extensively used for viable counts with pure cultures of Rhizobium spp. The drop plate method (2, 3), however, is less frequently used, and no information exists on this method with regard to its relative recovery efficiency in comparison to the pour and spread plate methods.
To compare these plating methods, we recovered rhizobia from 10 different peat inoculants. Each strain of Rhizobium was grown individually in 100 ml of yeast mannitol broth (3) in 250-ml Erlenmeyer flasks. Flasks were shaken on a rotary shaker (100 rpm); the incubation temperature was 28°C.
Finely ground (mesh size, 200) peat was purchased from the Nitragin Co., Milwaukee, Wis., and adjusted to pH 6.5 to 6.8 with precipitated calcium carbonate. The peat was then packaged in 50-g quantities in polyethylene bags (16.5 by 11.5 by 0.0038 cm) and sterilized by gamma irradiation (2.5 The results of viable counts of the inoculants by the three methods are shown in Table 1 . There was no general trend in the data; no one method consistently gave the highest or the lowest counts. This suggested that any one of the three methods may be adopted for routine laboratory use.
With pour plates, agar cooled to 45°C may result in selective killing of heat-sensitive strains of bacteria and therefore lower the counts with the pour plates (1). In this investigation, although the agar was cooled to 50°C, the pour plating did not consistently result in the lowest counts, except in four instances. Of the three methods, the drop plate procedure was the most preferable because more counts could be made on one plate (Fig. 1 ). This was because the division of one plate into eight sectors was equivalent to producing eight spread or eight pour plates. Furthermore, with duplicate plating of each dilution, four dilutions could be plated on each plate. There was considerable economy in the use of available incubator space, and the drop method was also less laborious to carry out than the other two methods. These advantages were significant enough to cause us to adopt the drop plate method for quality control of inoculants prepared from presterilized peat. In situations in which inoculants have been exposed to high temperatures, the plant infection method may be preferred over plating methods for a reliable estimate of the numbers of infective rhizobia (4). 
